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Businesses in remote rural locations have sustained greater levels of growth and have suffered less within the period of the recession.
The term ‘entrepreneur,’ or being entrepreneurial, has changed from the early 
debates of the 1970s to now include many different connotations and meanings 
(Wang and Altinay, 2012). Previously, the term was used to epitomize excellence 
in business acumen, performance, and also free thinking; now, it seems to cover 
all manner of references, including TV celebrity, where ‘entrepreneurs’ give cash 
away in a game show format (Hollows and Jones, 2010). During this long transi-
tion and transformation from a meaningful marker of excellence to a less than 
informative indicator of mediocrity, the term underwent a form of metamorphiza-
tion. During this transition, it seems to have acquired a form of elasticity, and is 
now used to describe an extraordinary and well‐performing business owner; a 
non‐descript person who has achieved very little and in so doing, it transports 
them to a higher status within people’s perception, through media misinformation 
(Hollows and Jones, 2010).
This article is a follow‐up to Blanchard (2013) in this journal, building upon 
previous research carried out by the author over a 10‐year period (Blanchard, 
2010). The aim is to examine if entrepreneurial businesses have survived over this 
period better than others. Some key entrepreneurial areas will be discussed as they 
are important to show how both rural and remote rural small and medium enter-
prises (SMEs) use these characteristics to their advantage. This will be shown 
within the analysis.
Entrepreneurial antecedence
It is with the intervention of the media status that the term becomes divorced and 
devoid of its origins as the mediator/facilitator of goods or services (Cantillon, 
1931). It also loses any connection with and relationship to superior performance 
1  JEL classification codes: E44, F21, F32, F43, O16.
Businesses located within remote 
areas have better‐developed skills 
and characteristics, which may be 
termed entrepreneurial in nature.
Rural businesses have a better 
understanding of their customer 
needs and requirements.
SMEs do not see themselves as 
different in any way from other 
businesses.
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exhibited by the individual and also the traditional and 
debated entrepreneurial notion, that the entrepreneur 
may have characteristics or traits. Research argues that the 
earliest interpretation of the word ‘entrepreneurship’ has 
its origins substantiated and embedded within the com-
munity (Cantillon, 1931). Today, the term has little rela-
tionship with its ancestry and is used to describe a form 
of behavior hyped by the media; in so doing, the term has 
become somewhat watered down, devoid of any rigor, and 
has become meaningless within the context of extraordi-
nary behavior and its academic origins and roots. It is 
within foundation knowledge that sound entrepreneurial 
theory needs to be established on both what constitutes 
entrepreneurialism, and how this may differ from mana-
gerial experience.
Many authors, including Marshall (1920), Goffee and 
Scase (1987), and McKenzie et al. (2007), advocated that 
the advancement of individuals emerges out of the devel-
opment of other people and organizations. They argue 
that this development transforms the individual to be able 
to both spot and take advantage of opportunities over the 
advancement of others. By adopting this approach, 
one  must distinguish theory from training, and should 
not confuse them with both innate and latent talents, 
from which many key theorists’ beliefs emerge. What is 
being described here is a process of developing either 
latent or embedded abilities; this culminates when indi-
viduals attain a given level of entrepreneurability, within 
both their decision making and daily business life. Having 
these highly developed skills enables the business owner 
to outperform other businesses within certain geographi-
cal locations, giving them an advantage over others.
Taken from a business perspective, the research ques-
tion concerns whether the same view is applicable in all 
situations. Are rural and remote businesses a special case 
or just the same as any other small business? To address 
this question, comparisons need to be made between both 
rural and remote businesses, which in turn would lead to 
an examination of the skills sets used by businesses within 
each location.
The figure of the entrepreneur can be associated and 
aligned with that of Marshall (1920), where entrepreneur-
ship (not necessarily business) can be seen as progressing 
in an incremental way. This viewpoint builds upon 
Schumpeter (1934), who stated that the innovator acts as 
a dynamic agent for both the economy and change. This 
theory and debate is interesting when applied to small 
businesses and the rural economy, where in some cases it 
has been established that small rural firms need a catalyst 
in order to grow (Goetz et al., 2010). The catalyst in this 
situation can be in the form of the innovative business 
owner, who has not only spotted the opportunity over 
others, but more importantly and differentially, also acted 
upon it (McKenzie et al., 2007). Adopting such a view 
can be aligned and equated within a rural framework, as 
it may go some way in explaining how local environmen-
tal dynamics can create opportunities where the individ-
ual both sees and acts upon ideas and opportunities in 
direct relation to their potential skills base – to a greater 
or lesser degree (Gartner, 1988). It may also be argued 
that this is not purely the domain of the rural entrepre-
neur, it may and often does take place within an urban 
environment where individuals with some entrepreneurial 
flair may act upon their potential, and in so doing estab-
lish a successful business. What needs to be fully under-
stood is that the environment both businesses operate in 
is different; not just the geographical location. The vibran-
cies of one are not translated or interchangeable with the 
other. It is the rural entrepreneur who has to be more alert 
to their environment; as Kirzner (2008) states, they need 
to fully understand their customers’ requirements and 
deliver in an effective way.
The rural entrepreneur may receive a lower impact 
from their environment in the form of proximity to their 
customer base, and consequently they display a higher‐
developed level of entrepreneurial characteristic. This is 
not the case with the urban business owner (Blanchard, 
2013). It also needs to be stated that these actions made 
within a rural or remote environment are less prevalent, 
due purely to the proximity of other businesses. This in 
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turn offers little or no catalyst for other businesses to feed 
off. Therefore, the level of entrepreneurial stamina needs 
to be far greater when operating a business within such 
an environment. In contrast, the urban operator has a 
greater degree of footfall. A larger potential customer base 
is possible for these businesses.
It is through the level of reaction and interaction that 
the type of environment may be denoted, and have some 
bearing on the type of entrepreneur both choosing and 
operating within it. Schumpeter (1943) stated that dis-
equilibrium can bring about opportunities. With this 
view it may be noted that entrepreneurs can have some 
level of influence upon the environment, according to 
their level of entrepreneurial ability (Markantoni et al., 
2013). An approach of this nature offers the potential that 
entrepreneurs may gain valuable experience within their 
business associations, which result in the development of 
their respective skills through a network process of infor-
mation gained through various sources. By adopting this 
argument it could be proposed that the entrepreneur with 
the higher‐developed skills base could have a greater 
degree of influence over their operating environment. 
In  addition, prolific entrepreneurs may act upon these 
opportunities to establish a level of normality and tran-
sient knowledge where networks are in close proximity 
and the development of the business is done over a longer 
period of time. Recent research has established that this 
is the case within remote rural environments, in that some 
businesses do hone and develop certain skills in order to 
both develop and, in some cases, survive. In most cases 
this is done by offering exceptional customer service and 
being able to both spot and act upon opportunities, 
dependent upon the entrepreneurial skills of the business 
owner. Research also shows that there is a strong correla-
tion between the number of characteristics displayed by 
the owner and the success of the business (Blanchard, 
2013). However, the debate needs to be placed firmly in 
the context of the academic argument, rather than from 
the viewpoint of the business owner (Timmons, 1994). 
It  is only through an understanding of the relationship 
between entrepreneurial characteristics and business per-
formance that we can begin to understand the effects that 
the operating environment may have on any outcomes. 
Whether the location is remote or rural, the skills base 
will be different, operating and exhibiting different 
dynamics. Only through the examination of skills, and 
applying an analysis to understand the differentiation 
between them, can we begin to understand and differenti-
ate why some business owners specifically choose their 
geographical location over others, and as a result, are more 
successful than others operating within it. When a debate 
is configured within a rural or remote rural environment, 
many SME owners recognize that transient knowledge 
transfer can take place within a customer‐service perspec-
tive. This transfer of knowledge may help to build a 
relationship and in some situations and conditions, 
furnish the local network with an element of trust and 
commitment toward the business owner, thus establishing 
a level of business one‐up‐man‐ship over rivals within the 
local business hierarchy. These actions can be closely 
linked to the characteristic profile of the business owner, 
where the broader the dynamic, the more innovative the 
practices used (Blanchard, 2013).
Rural enterprise – elements of theory
Within the UK, 99.3% of all businesses are classed as 
small, contributing 51% of GDP to the economy and 
employing 58% of the private‐sector workforce (Federa-
tion of Small Businesses, 2012). Some 28% of small 
firms – 513,000 businesses – operate in rural‐area markets 
(DTI, 2010), whereas the rural economy supports 
5.4 million employees, 74% of these on a full‐time basis 
(Office for National Statistics, 2013). There are more reg-
istered businesses per head of population in predomi-
nantly rural areas than in urban areas, reflecting there 
being a greater number of smaller businesses in rural areas. 
Between 2007 and 2010, there was a general decrease in 
the rate of registered business start‐ups per head, reflecting 
the economic downturn, but the rates across all area types 
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have since become stable or have increased. Since 2008 
there have been more business start‐ups per head of popu-
lation in predominantly urban areas than in predomi-
nantly rural areas (Benyon, 2015).
The data suggests that due to population density, it 
may be easier to start a business within an urban location. 
This needs to be placed in context; both rural and remote 
areas are also seeing an increase in people wishing to locate 
and start enterprises within these locations, with 18.9% 
(9.8M) of the UK population and 1.2% (620,000) of 
them living within areas classed as remote (Federation of 
Small Businesses, 2012). Since 2012/13, there has been 
an increase of 2.3% in the number of local units of 
 registered businesses in all rural areas, compared with 
increases of 4.6% in all urban areas and 4% in England 
(Benyon, 2015).
Research has established, in relation to the rural busi-
ness owner, that some forms of innovative activity may be 
more prevalent in individuals who exhibit a broader subset 
of other characteristics. These characteristics have been 
found to include a number that may be termed entrepre-
neurial (Varande et al., 2009), which may include some 
people having higher levels of creativity or being willing 
and able to take higher risks and so being able to both 
spot and take advantage of opportunities within various 
economic cycles (Esparcia, 2013; Gudmundson et al., 
2003). Chell (1997, 1998) further builds upon the argu-
ment by endorsing the idea that entrepreneurial businesses 
are driven by a person who is both alert to opportunities 
and acts upon them for the pursuit of capital gain.
When placing this theory within a geographical 
context, the role of the innovative business owner may be 
seen as a central factor and catalyst for the establishment, 
diversification, and increased competitiveness within a 
region, and also the development of local networks (Espar-
cia, 2013). This theoretical debate also highlights the level 
of individual abilities and characteristics which need to be 
exhibited in order to offer any form of influence. When 
viewed within a holistic framework, local networks may 
well be termed entrepreneurial due to the added effect of 
identifying and using them within a specific environment 
(Brandstätter, 2011).
Furthermore, McKenzie et al. (2007) suggest that 
further development is needed within the present ideal of 
the individual as the entrepreneur, considering a remit 
where groups of like‐minded people are brought within 
the debate. The UK government introduced ‘Rural 
Growth Networks,’ launched in 2012, with the aim of 
allowing both micro and SME businesses access to funding 
and expertise so as to foster growth within a specific com-
munity (DEFRA, 2012). The idea of groups seeking to 
both develop and take advantage of, and also act upon, 
similar opportunities in a holistic manner is not presently 
viewed as being entrepreneurial from the traditional view-
point. By adopting this change, it would provide an 
opportunity to move the debate away from the individual, 
toward a more collective ideal, where the theory of network 
development and skills gaps can be debated to examine 
how localized networks operate on a system of knowledge 
transfer and trust (Smith and Lohrke, 2008).
Beaver (2003) gives evidence that many SMEs operate 
within localized markets, which have a well‐established 
and ordered customer base, but have no influence over 
their specific sector. These findings are not fully confirmed 
by Hannon (2005), who suggests that the geographical 
location of a market can influence a firm’s performance, 
but influence their specific market sector, due to the 
nature of the competition. Bosworth (2009) also inti-
mates that, on balance, the empirical evidence indicates 
that firms located within accessible rural areas can grow 
more rapidly than firms located both in urban and remote 
rural areas, as a result of expanding their customer base 
and so having more influence over it. These findings help 
to reinforce the argument that SMEs based within acces-
sible locations have a distinct advantage over others. This 
also strengthens the debate that SMEs operating within 
remote and rural areas need to have heightened character-
istics and skills in order to stay in business. This is the case 
with many rural enterprises, and is due to them operating 
in sparsely populated areas which have no industrial 
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infrastructure in relation to their trading area – giving the 
entrepreneur an opportunity to capitalize on the local 
demography. It also needs to be mentioned that this is not 
the case within urban locations.
These businesses do exhibit a local influence over their 
sector, and offer a form of control of the supply and price 
of goods and services within their area. The influence is 
controlled by offering superior customer service, well‐
established networks, and the use of entrepreneurial mar-
keting techniques, which in some cases ‘control’ local 
markets (Blanchard, 2010). It is also noted that the loca-
tion and controlling aspects of SMEs in respect of their 
business trading can have an influence over their resilience 
to recession (Dixon and Clifford, 2007). These business 
owners also help with the introduction of new goods or 
services due to the level of understanding of the changing 
needs and demography of their customer base; these may 
also help to build upon the skills needed for survival in 
both rural and remote locations (Kitching and Smallbone, 
2012). When these skills are achieved, they offer the entre-
preneur a distinct advantage over other businesses, but 
this can only be achieved through the level of alertness 
exhibited by the individual and their willingness and 
ability to change. The level of characteristic exhibited by 
SME owners can play a significant part within both the 
success and performance of a business (Corman et al., 
1996; Kirby, 2003). Allinson et al. (2000) argue that 
employment can come from the growth of the entrepre-
neurial business, either by the owner‐manager growing 
their business or the SME recognizing and exploiting 
opportunities for growth potential.
Over the last two decades, small business strategies 
have been debated and evaluated by various authors in a 
bid to establish if actions of a certain type may influence 
the desired path of a business. Smallbone and North (1995) 
found that there was no single strategy that could either 
influence or establish a pattern of growth for a business. 
They also confirmed that strategy needs to be viewed 
as a collective action, made through both the vision and 
knowledge of business owners having a composite of 
characteristics. This again adds to the argument for effec-
tive networks within both rural and remote areas, where 
the entrepreneur who recognizes opportunities is at a dis-
tinct advantage over others. An area that has proven to be 
valid within the strategic vision of businesses is that of 
innovation; within its many forms and areas of business 
talent, the specific notion is that a business active within 
innovation performs far better than those businesses not 
so active (Smallbone and North, 1995; Sriram et al., 2007). 
The identification of key areas of entrepreneurial ability 
forms part of the methodological framework of this study.
When Beaver (2003) stated that small businesses may 
have little or no influence over their sector or locality, this 
debate needs to be viewed in relation to other theories 
and empirical evidence including cluster theory and niche 
markets. Clustering and self‐employment have largely 
been held as a main indicator of successful small‐firm 
development and a key driver in the growth of businesses; 
the main viewpoint on this can be seen with Marshall’s 
ideal (Marshall, 1920). Research further states that busi-
nesses can develop and grow through a form of informa-
tion transfer, which is exhibited through the nature of 
similar businesses located within areas of specific resources 
and markets (Atherton and Hannon, 2005). The empiri-
cal research in this type of study has largely been con-
ducted within large towns or cities, and little research has 
been forthcoming in a remote rural or rural setting. The 
heritage of these two areas is also closely linked to the 
theory of Granovetter (1985) and Birley (1985), which 
states that the needs of these areas can be of a similar 
nature and operate along the same lines. Both are con-
cerned with ‘social embedded ties’ that can be, and often 
are, established within small businesses and their com-
munities through the social and psychological networks 
built on these foundations. Research has also found that 
they are often the main drivers of the establishment and 
growth of such operations, operating within the proxim-
ity of similar businesses, where the networks are often 
small and most owners know of each other or have strong 
linkages (Smith and Stevens, 2010). Within clusters, 
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various synergies often take place and as a result, rapid 
growth may occur through the transfer of both tacit and 
direct knowledge. When this takes place within a rural or 
remote environment, it can often cause problems through 
the number of individuals holding either key skills or 
knowledge directly related to the performance of the 
business.
Gray (1993) indicated that certain factors can have a 
limiting effect on the growth potential of some businesses, 
through the level of knowledge and skills being placed 
within a small number of individuals (this can prove det-
rimental if they move to a rival). It is often for this reason 
that SME owners try to offer more to their employees 
than a reasonable salary. Businesses located within a rural 
or remote environment often have a well‐developed infra-
structure and close ties to the local community, allowing 
them to establish self‐reliance for mutual survival  (Steyaert 
and Katz, 2004). Self‐reliance can often be communicated 
through the needs of the business and community, and 
may take the form of sponsorship of football teams or 
school events. In this way, a link often develops between 
the parties by forming a reciprocal trust, which can be 
exploited by the business in order to grow and in so doing 
limit the expansion or infiltration of urban business. It is 
through the implementation of this type of mechanism 
that many remote and rural businesses both build and 
grow, and in so doing secure a strong embeddedness 
within local communities which often survives an adverse 
economic climate that may otherwise destroy businesses 
without these infrastructures (Jack and Anderson, 2002).
Methodology
This article builds upon a study that forms part of a 10‐
year linear process examining entrepreneurial characteris-
tics of SME businesses within a rural/remote location in 
the county of Lincolnshire. The brief aim of the research 
was to revisit the original sample in order to examine how/
if the businesses had changed over the 10‐year period and 
to further examine any identified change. The key  measures 
used in the new survey were the same as in the original: 
innovation, opportunity spotting, and risk.
The original study consisted of 25 randomly selected 
remote and rural businesses, based on the study definition 
and geographical classification of rural and remote loca-
tions, rural 80 (DEFRA, 2014). Within this category, 
some businesses fall into the ‘remote section,’ where the 
location is predominantly rural and consists of a low‐
density population. The follow‐up study visited the origi-
nal 25 SME businesses (only 21 still operating), asking 10 
questions from the original survey, which were centered 
on examining how trading had changed over the survey 
period. Five new questions were added to provide infor-
mation in order to measure both the performance and 
reasoning behind any changes.
The chosen method of data collection was a semi‐
structured face‐to‐face interview which aimed to offer a 
measure between the samples; this would also allow for 
any ad‐hoc data to be used within further follow‐up data 
analysis. The questions were formed into two separate 
themes, one centered around entrepreneurial characteris-
tics and the other around business growth, in order to 
indicate if entrepreneurial characteristics had any influ-
ence on business performance.
Out of the original survey sample of 25, only 21 busi-
nesses were still trading in 2014, with a split of 13 remote 
rural and 8 rural businesses respectively (Table 1).
Table 2 offers a breakdown of the type, number of 
employees, and location associated with each activity.
Findings
The original data identified that remotely located busi-
nesses performed equally as well as those trading within a 
Table 1. Businesses trading 2004/14 per location
Total number of businesses in the original survey 25
Number of businesses still trading in 2014 21
Number of remote businesses still trading 13
Number of rural businesses still trading 8
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
Entrepreneurial Characteristics in SMEs 547
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Strategic Change 
DOI: 10.1002/jsc
rural environment, and that the geographical location did 
not have any identifiable detrimental effect on business 
performance. The composite scores formulated in the 
original survey also identified that business owners within 
the original survey sample with a Shackle entrepreneurial 
orientation performed better in a remote rural environ-
ment than a semi‐rural or urban one (Blanchard, 2013; 
Shackle, 1970).
Building upon the previous research, the new survey 
continued to use the six original entrepreneurial areas of 
test, but in a more simplified form using a Likert‐type 
scale formulation. Within the original survey a composite 
was formed which comprised a Likert scale (1–7) along 
with qualitative question formats which required normal-
ization. The chosen method conformed to the under-
standing of Gitta et al. (2004), in that the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ 
replies were inserted into a Likert scale, with extremities 
of 1 and 7; the ‘no’ reply became 3 and the ‘yes’ reply 6. 
This method enabled the data to be standardized and 
aggregated, with percentages being calculated.
Table 3 displays the percentage of businesses which 
exhibited the specific entrepreneurial characteristic. 
The data shows a clear indication that the three main test 
areas – innovation, opportunity spotting, and risk – from 
the original survey were still viewed as key areas to busi-
ness success in 2014. The data shows that these were 
identified as being the most important and used charac-
teristics by business owners, which they felt to offer them 
a level of performance linked to their business strategy.
The survey sample was not a 50/50 split of both rural 
and remote businesses, which could result in the data 
being skewed slightly due to some operations having 
ceased trading. Table 4 clearly shows that the number of 
business owners exhibiting key entrepreneurial skills – 
including innovation, opportunity spotting, and risk 
taking – is higher amongst those trading in remotely 
located areas. The results also confer with the literature by 
confirming that businesses within remote geographical 
locations do have a higher degree of entrepreneurial 
awareness than those in other areas. This could mean that 
Table 2. Number of employees/business/location
Business type Number of businesses Number of employees Business location
Direct farming related 7 35 Remote rural
Indirect farming related 6 55 Rural + remote
Manufacturing 3 105 Rural
Retail 1 2 Rural
Service sector 1 22 Rural
Construction 4 302 Rural
Brewing 1 25 Remote rural
Distribution 1 36 Remote rural
Hospitality 1 15 Rural
Total 25 597
Table 3. Percentage of businesses displaying entrepreneurial characteristics by type
Opportunity 
spotter
Charismatic Innovative Calculated risk 
taker
Creative Visionary
82.3 28.6 85.8 61.9 61.9 89.9
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business owners who choose to locate within a remote 
setting are using the knowledge that they will incur less 
direct competition. The significance within the skills 
between the two locations is highest within four areas, the 
three main areas, plus creativity.
Table 5 shows that businesses located within a rural 
setting felt that their location had an effect on the perfor-
mance of their business over a 10‐year period, whereas 
businesses trading in a remote rural setting indicated that 
location had less of an impact on their business perfor-
mance. The findings reveal that business owners within a 
rural setting have found difficulties in trading which can 
be directly associated with their location. The owners 
further felt that being in proximity to other businesses 
made for greater competition and loss of profitability 
during the recession; therefore, their overall profitability 
has suffered as a consequence. In contrast, businesses 
within a remote setting felt that location had little effect 
on their business activities.
The data also suggests that business location does have 
an actual effect on performance in so far as businesses 
report that trading and location are linked. Rurally located 
business owners do not state that a perceived trading dif-
ficulty takes place; rather, they state that their trade is 
either static or falling. By contrast, remotely located busi-
nesses state that trade is growing slightly and that location 
is no barrier to further growth. When these views are 
analyzed with other data taken from the survey, it becomes 
apparent that traders within the remotely located areas 
have better‐developed entrepreneurial characteristics and, 
through this, are able to spot and act upon opportunities 
more quickly.
Conclusion
The analysis of the sample data classified by the six main 
entrepreneurial characteristics has revealed quite distinctly 
that businesses located within a remote setting report 
better trading than those in other locations. During the 
survey period, which includes the recession period of 
2008, it is remarkable to see that remotely located busi-
nesses experienced an increase in trading. The data also 
reports that there is a difference between the two areas and 
that this has been confirmed over a 10‐year period. 
The data further shows that there is a direct response to 
the entrepreneurial test areas, in that it can be seen that 
business owners who have a better understanding of cus-
tomers’ needs, and relate these to identified skills in an 
Table 4. Percentage of businesses displaying entrepreneurial characteristics by geographical location
Opportunity 
spotter
Charismatic Innovative Calculated 
risk taker
Creative Visionary
Remote 75 58 81 78 63 52
Rural 25 42 19 22 37 48
Table 5. Percentage of businesses that feel location had a performance impact
Do you feel that the geographical location of your business has had any influence on its performance since 
2005?
None Little Great
Rural 22 38 40
Remote 58 38 4
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entrepreneurial manner, tend to grow their business at a 
greater rate than those who do not.
It can be argued that business owners in remote areas 
have a better understanding of their surroundings and the 
needs of their area, and linking these together through 
innovative ideas; they are also creative in their trading 
habits, practices, and initiatives. The results confirm that 
this type of enterprise is better equipped to withstand 
severe trading conditions and, in some situations, both 
grow and diversify. They are operated by people who have 
a different mindset to others, who are more attuned to 
their surroundings and able to initiate a plan effectively.
The data corroborates that business owners in both 
rural and remote settings do not view themselves as being 
different in any way; they just state that they feel they are 
more attuned to their customers’ needs and requirements. 
While these views are placed within the definition of 
entrepreneurial characteristics, it may generally be recog-
nized that the business owners who have well‐developed, 
appropriate skills are able to both survive and grow their 
business in areas where others struggle and often fail.
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